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consult, on smaller matters all; the plebs, the folk, rises no
higher than the shiremoot. But the whole claims of the people
as against the king are vested in the witenagemot, and as the
character of the king varies, those claims are more or less
actively exercised. The witan, where they are able, have the
right of electing and deposing kings ; in conjunction with the
king, of nominating ealdormen and bishops, of regulating
the transfer of public lands, of imposing taxes, of voting
supplies and so deciding war and peace, of authorizing the
enforcement of ecclesiastical decrees, of joining in the making
of laws, of sitting as a high court of justice over all persons
and causes.1

But under a strong king many of these claims are futile ;
the whole public land seems, by the eleventh century, to have
been regarded as at the king's disposal really if not in name :
the sheriffs, ealdormen, and bishops are named by the king;
if he be a pious one, the bishops are chosen by him with respect
to the consent of the diocesan clergy ; if he be a peremptory
one, they are appointed by his determined will. But the power
of legislation and taxation are never lost, nor does the king
execute judgement without a court which is in name, and in
reality perhaps, a portion of the witenagemot.

Neither taxation nor legislation is very onerous work : the
trinodanecessitas and the rents of the public lands supply
for a long time all the necessary expenses of government. Ex-
traordinary taxation is imposed by the witenagemot, as the
Danegeld or the shipgeld; a regular tax of two shillings on
every hide of land furnishes a bribe to the Danes, or a contri-
bution of a ship and its equipments is levied on the shires in
due proportions, to enable the king to resist them. The laws
are mostly concerned with minute adjustments and modifica-
tions of usages, the great body of the common law being yet

1 For a sceptical review of the evidence relating to the powers of the
Witan, especially in regard to royal elections, see Chadwick, Studies on
Anglo-Saxon Institutions, pp. 355-66.